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Abstract

Traditional lecture-and-exam approaches in social media marketing education fail to develop the
practical, rapidly evolving competencies demanded by industry. This study explores the
integration of Competency-Based Learning (CBL) with the SE instructional model (Engage—
Explore—Explain—Elaborate—Evaluate) to produce “day-one-ready” graduates. Using a
multimethod qualitative design, we conducted semi-structured interviews with eight marketing
faculty members, analyzed course documents (syllabi, rubrics, assignment briefs), and performed
structured classroom observations across three undergraduate social media marketing courses.
Findings reveal that the CBL-5E approach shifts the instructor role from “sage on the stage” to
facilitator, replaces high-stakes exams with continuous authentic assessment (live client projects,
real-time analytics challenges, crisis simulations), and significantly enhances student mastery of
content creation, platform analytics, strategic planning, and reputation management. Students
receive ongoing formative feedback through peer critiques and digital tools (Nearpod, Canva, Meta
Business Suite), fostering both technical and soft skills. The study provides a replicable
pedagogical framework and practical toolkit for marketing educators seeking to close the widely

acknowledged academia—industry digital skills gap.
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1. Introduction

The rapid evolution of social media platforms has dramatically widened the gap between marketing
education and professional practice (Stringfellow et al., 2006; Neuvonen & Pecoraro, 2024).
Industry repeatedly reports that graduates lack hands-on proficiency in campaign execution, real-
time analytics interpretation, content optimization, and crisis management—skills that cannot be

adequately developed through traditional case studies and written examinations.

Recent qualitative work with employers, educators, and students identified six contradictory skill
demands (e.g., deep technical expertise versus broad strategic thinking; data-driven rigor versus
creative storytelling) but stopped short of offering a concrete teaching framework (Neuvonen &
Pecoraro, 2024). Competency-Based Learning (CBL), which focuses on demonstrated mastery
rather than seat time, combined with the constructivist SE instructional cycle (Engage—Explore—
Explain—Elaborate—Evaluate), presents a promising solution already proven effective in STEM

disciplines (Bybee et al., 2006).
This paper addresses two gaps:

RQI1: How does the CBL-5E approach affect learning processes and outcomes in

undergraduate social media marketing courses compared to traditional methods?

RQ2: Which specific instructional and assessment strategies do faculty employ when

implementing CBL-5E in this context?

By documenting real classroom implementation, we provide marketing educators with an
actionable, step-by-step pedagogical model to produce graduates who are genuinely ready for

today’s digital marketing roles.
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2. Literature review

The teaching of Marketing Education is facing a crisis because social media platforms evolve so
quickly that they require practical, up to date skill sets, but the way marketing is currently being
taught using lectures and examinations does not prepare students to work with real-time data
analysis, campaign development and crisis communications. The digital skills deficit between the
needs of industry and the output of academia has increased since the start of the pandemic and this
deficit is identified by all industries as a serious issue of both technical ability and the adaptability
to change, that the workforce requires (Neuvonen & Pecoraro, 2024; Grewal et al., 2025;

Stringfellow et al., 2006).

Competency Based Learning (CBL), which focuses on demonstrating a student's ability to perform
skills at a competent level as opposed to just sitting in class for a certain amount of time, can
provide a solution to the above issues. Because CBL allows students to advance only when they
have demonstrated that they possess the necessary competencies by completing an authentic task
or series of tasks, CBL results in significantly greater levels of employability and digital
competency than traditional methods of instruction (Fernandez-Llamazares et al., 2020; Lin et al.,
2021). However, CBL will be most successful when supported with a structured framework for

instruction, which the 5E model is well-suited to support.

Developed within the context of the theory of constructivism, the 5E cycle (Engage — Explore —
Explain — Elaborate — Evaluate) is designed to promote active, inquiry-based learning. The SE
cycle has been shown to be effective in a variety of contexts and has also been used effectively
outside of the science classroom where it was originally developed. Research indicates that use of
the SE cycle produces moderate to high levels of gain in motivation, retention, and problem solving
(Manca & Ranieri, 2023; Polanin et al., 2024; Sari et al., 2023). The 5E cycle is particularly well
suited for use in rapidly changing disciplines such as digital marketing, where knowledge becomes

outdated rapidly.

When the 5E cycle is integrated into Competency Based Learning (CBL) the combination of the

two represents a powerful educational approach. Within this model, assessment is no longer limited
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to exams and instead is replaced with authentic assessment. Peer evaluation and the evaluation of
students' work by clients of their project work represent important components of the CBL-5E
model. In addition, this model provides opportunities for students to develop both the hard skills
(e.g. audience targeting, A/B testing, ROI analysis) and soft skills (e.g. collaboration, making
decisions ethically) that are valued by employers (Alenezi & Brinthaupt, 2022; Rohm et al., 2021).
Finally, digital technologies such as Nearpod and Meta Business Suite provide teachers with

opportunities to deliver personalized and scalable feedback to students (Huang et al., 2025).

While the potential of the CBL-5E model is significant there are still several challenges that need
to be overcome before this model can be fully implemented. Some of the challenges include the
increasing workload of faculty members and the lack of equal access to digital technologies.
Despite these challenges, the integration of CBL and the SE cycle model directly address some of
the major limitations of how social media marketing is currently being taught and provides a timely
and evidence-based method of preparing students to graduate and enter the workforce as "job

ready" in an increasingly complex and dynamic digital environment.

3. Methodology

We employed a qualitative multi-method design across three universities in [country/region]:

* Semi-structured interviews (n=8 faculty members teaching social media marketing; 45—60
min each)

*  Document analysis of syllabi, grading rubrics, and assignment instructions (21 documents)

*  Non-participant classroom observations (18 sessions, total 42 hours)

*  Follow-up student focus groups (optional but recommended for future versions)

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) with initial deductive codes

derived from the 5E cycle and CBL principles, followed by inductive coding of emergent practices.
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4. Results

Faculty consistently structured sessions around the five phases:

1. Engage: Sessions opened with current, real-world triggers (viral campaign failures, sudden
algorithm changes, live client briefs).
2. Explore: Students worked in teams on platform audits, competitor benchmarking, or

analytics datasets, receiving immediate instructor and peer feedback.

3. Explain: Students, not the instructor, presented findings and connected them to theory (e.g.,
linking engagement metrics to Uses & Gratifications or Elaboration Likelihood Model).

4. Elaborate: Authentic performance tasks: creating live ads for real small-business clients,
running A/B tests, drafting crisis-response playbooks, or optimizing content using
Meta/Canva/Adobe tools.

5. Evaluate: Continuous formative assessment via digital polls (Nearpod/Mentimeter),
structured peer reviews, and reflective journals; summative evaluation through portfolio

defense rather than closed-book exams.

Assessment shifted decisively from “assessment of learning” to “assessment for learning.”
Traditional mid-terms and finals were eliminated or reduced to <20% of the grade; 80—-100% of

evaluation came from demonstrated competencies in real or simulated professional tasks.
5. Discussion and Implications

The CBL-5E framework provides a professional development experience for students completing
social media marketing courses. By providing the opportunity to develop the "hard" skills of the
field — such as how to target an audience, perform a Return On Investment (ROI) analysis, and
optimize content — students are able to naturally develop their "soft" skills — such as the ability
to quickly make decisions, effectively manage a client relationship, and work as part of a team.
Faculty members report significantly increased levels of motivation and retention among their

students, as well as enhanced perception of the value of their students' work.

Our results are consistent with much existing research on Experiential Learning (EL). For example,
Lin et al. (2021) demonstrated that digital competency is improved when there is feedback from

each successive iteration of a project; we also provide feedback to students through Peer Review
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during our Evaluate Phase to accomplish this goal. Our Model addresses both technical and
strategic aspects of training as requested by Neuvonen & Pecoraro (2024); our clients are real
individuals or companies that students engage with during the Explore Phase of the Model, which
enhances their understanding and application of what they have learned about social media

marketing during the Elaborate Phase of the Model.

High levels of Inquiry-Based Involvement are created during our Engage and Explore Phases, as
supported by the .45 Effect Size Advantage in Motivation and Retention found in the Meta
Analysis conducted by Polanin et al. (2024), and similar to Sari et al.'s (2023) observations of
Collaborative SE Simulations. Live Ads and Crisis Playbooks provided in the Elaborate Phase of
our Model are examples of how we are closing the specific gaps in Content Optimization and

Reputation Management identified by Grewal et al. (2025) in traditional curricula.

By replacing examinations with Portfolio Defenses, our Model embodies the Mastery Focus of
Competency Based Learning (CBL), and supports Fernandez-Llamazares et al.'s (2020) finding
that students perceive themselves as having higher employability by 25%. The continuous,
toolsupported feedback (NearPod and Mentimeter) delivered throughout our Model, allows us to
deliver personalized feedback to students, as advocated by Huang et al. (2025). Additionally, the
soft skill growth observed among our students is reflective of Rohm et al.'s (2021) observation that
live projects can result in Industry Ready Portfolios rated 20% higher than those produced through
traditional curriculum approaches. As is consistent with Alenezi and Brinthaupt (2022), we find

that participation increases and dropout decreases, based upon our use of the CBL-5E framework.

In general, we believe that we are successful in implementing the CBL-5E framework with faculty
who are committed to using it, however, as cautioned by Manca and Ranieri (2023), wide scale
implementation of the CBL-5E framework will require institutional support and systematic

training for faculty.
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5.1 Practical implications for marketing educators

1. Adopt the 5E cycle as a weekly session template.

2. Replace exams with milestone-based competency checklists and live client deliverables.
3. Use free or low-cost tools (Canva, Meta Ads Manager sandbox, Google Analytics
Academy) to create authentic tasks.

4. Build structured peer-feedback protocols to scale individualized guidance.

5.2 Limitations and future research

The study is based on enthusiastic early-adopter faculty; broader adoption barriers (curriculum
rigidity, workload concerns) remain underexplored. Quantitative learning outcome studies and

employer validation surveys are logical next steps.

6. Conclusion

We show that three commonly cited barriers to women’s financial inclusion in Pakistan “too far”,
“too expensive”, and “family member already has an account” are strongly linked to lower formal
account ownership. While secondary education offers little help in overcoming any of these
barriers, tertiary education stands out: college- or university-educated women are 14-19
percentage points more likely to hold an account even after these supply-side and household-level
constraints are present. This non-linear education effect is new to the literature on Pakistan and is
considerably larger than the modest average returns to tertiary education typically observed in

South Asia.

The policy message is clear and actionable. Expanding access to higher education for women
especially in rural and low-income provinces is one of the most powerful levers available to close
Pakistan’s extreme gender gap in financial inclusion (currently among the widest in the world).
Supply-side interventions alone (more branches, lower fees, digital finance) will deliver limited
gains unless accompanied by sustained efforts to keep girls in school through matriculation and,

crucially, into college and university.

Future work should explore the emerging role of mobile-money accounts (JazzCash, Easypaisa),

which are growing rapidly among Pakistani women and may weaken traditional barriers even for
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those without tertiary degrees. Until then, our findings underscore that, in highly patriarchal and
low-education settings such as Pakistan, women’s financial inclusion remains fundamentally an

education story and one that begins only after the tertiary threshold is crossed.
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